The first four chapters deal with the history and development of the law of tort and the effect that-this has had upon medical care in the United States and in this country. The second part of the book deals with other proposals which involve a greater or lesser degree of reform of the existing legal system or its replacement by arbitration. Part three deals with the systems of arbitration which exist in New Zealand, Sweden and Finland, and also the workers compensation statutes in which the claimants' rights to access to courts and jury trial have been laid aside in favour of prompt, equitable and certain compensation.
The details of the Model Medical Accident Compensation Act are then set out in some detail but with reasonable clarity and are followed by expert speculation on the financial consequences of the proposal. The concluding chapter returns to the important question of the constitutionality of the proposals, and the "trade-off' of the constitutional right of the individual to seek redress in the courts, against the greater speed and certainty of the proposed Model Act.
For the reader not well versed in law the text is not easy going but it is by no means insuperable, thanks to the layout of the chapters and their clear division under sub-headings, together with conclusions and, in some cases, a brief introduction from the editors. There are numerous references mainly to American legal literature, and the index is comprehensive. First, let's get one thing straight. This is not an "Atlas of Spinal Surgery". The reader will find nothing about congenital, neoplastic or traumatic conditions of the spine, to mention just three of the areas not covered. What he or she will discover, however, is a most detailed account of one surgeon's experience in the treatment of degenerative diseases of the cervical, dorsal and lumbar spine.
It is an unusual book for this day and age. We are so accustomed to multi-author texts containing myriads of chapters, each focusing down on the contributor's chosen speciality, often with little sense of the editor's original concept and, in the larger volumes, considerable overlap between the chapters. A single author text dealing with such an enormous subject, particularly ifwritten by a busy clinician, is clearly going to suffer from the omission of some essential subjects as, for example, the mechanics of the spine and patho-physiology of disc degeneration. However, a great deal can be gained. Despite the profusion of medical and surgical literature, there remains no substitute for the clear expression of experience and it is in this area that the volume under review scores so highly. In other words, it carries the unmistakable bouquet ofhaving been written by someone who is actually doing the work.
The format is simple. The text has been kept to a minimum and most of the pages are filled either with well chosen radiographs or excellent illustrations by Anne Green (this proportion of illustrations to text presumably accounts for the book being described as "An Atlas").
Many will not agree with the author's surgical recommendations. For example, his operations are nearly always posterior in approach, whether the problem be in the cervical, dorsal or lumbar regions. A resident eager to learn the details of an anterior cervical fusion or a costo-transversectomy will search in vain for any description in these pages. What he or she will find instead will be a most detailed account of how to deal with the spinal degenerative conditions (as they present to the Neurosurgeon) in a way that has been tested countless times by the author, refined as circumstances have demanded and shown in his hands to be both safe and effective.
There is also no description of a microdiscectomy. The author has long been associated with opposition to this procedure but this interpretation of his views is simplistic. What he maintains, and it is difficult to disagree with him, is that in order to achieve an effective nerve root decompression in the lumbar region, a great deal more than the removal of a sequestrated disc fragment may be required. A significant amount of bone work may also be needed and he disputes whether all the advocates of micro-discectomy are in fact able to carry out a sufficiently radical procedure through their more limited approach. The proponents of micro-discectomy, on the other hand, maintain that everything that is necessary for an effective operation can indeed be achieved if the instrumentation is used correctly. Only time will tell whose view is correct. At the moment, Dr Fager maintains that it is not how you do it which is important so much as what you do, and from his experience with "failed backs", the micro-discectomists may not always be achieving the goals they set themselves.
Overall The effect of the observer on the thing observed is a central pre-occupation of modem physics. It is refreshing to see the notion applied to what we do in the consulting room. How many young doctors, even now, have fully grasped that it takes two not only to tango but to elicit most neurological signs? In practice this means that concentric constriction of the visual fields is much more likely to be due to a doctor in a hurry than to hysteria, retinitis pigmentosa or to poisoning with quinine.
Although the book (and its Index) runs to 400 pages it can easily be put in one's pocket. It is "concise" in that it deals with essentials. But it deals with them in a sophisticated and logical way, summarising the main facts in a series of well thought-out tables. The book, as claimed, is essentially "clinical", the student in search of wider pastures being guided, for each chapter, to well chosen references. Emphasising current concerns that students see their patients' problems in a wider perspective the book contains some useful addresses to which the afflicted and their relatives may turn for information and advice. These include the address of the Myalgic Encephalomyelitis Association. The condition is not however acknowledged in the Index-a realistic compromise.
After the plaudits, some protests. Gentamicin is consistently misspelt. Supranuclear palsies fit awkwardly in the section on diplopia. Enophthalmos is still described as if it were, in man, a cardinal-rather than an occasional, even a disputed-feature of an oculosympathetic lesion. Students will be startled to learn (p9) that "prior to Roentgen's discovery of x-rays in 1895 only the first cranial nerve could be visualised, using the ophthalmoscope". Or (p150) that
